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the reader is to understand the first draft of The Lay
of the Last Minstrel; and the author's description of it
as heing "in a light-horseman sort of stanza," was prob-
ably suggested by the circumstances under which the
greater part of that original draft was composed. He
has told us, in his Introduction of 1830, that the poem
originated in a request of the young and lovely Countess
of Dalkeith, that he would write a ballad on the legend
of Gilpin Horner: that he began it at Lasswade, and
read the opening stanzas, as soon as they were written,
to his friends, Erskine and Cranstoun: that their recep-
tion of these was apparently so cold as to discourage him,
and disgust him with what he had done; but that finding,
a few days afterwards, that the stanzas had nevertheless
excited their curiosity, and haunted their memory, he
was encouraged to resume the undertaking. The scene
and date of this resumption I owe to the recollection of
the then Cornet of the Edinburgh Light Horse. While
the troop were on permanent duty at Musselburgh, in
the autumnal recess of 1802, the Quartermaster, during
a charge on Portobello sands, received a kick of a horse,
which confined him for three days to his lodgings. Mr.
Skene found him busy with his pen; and he produced
before these three days expired the first canto of the Lay,
very nearly, if his friend's memory may be trusted, in
the state in which it was ultimately published. That the
whole poem was sketched and filled in with extraordinary
rapidity, there can be no difficulty in believing. He
himself says (in the Introduction of 1830), that after he
had once got fairly into the vein, it proceeded at the rate
of about a canto in a week. The Lay, however, like
the Tristrem, soon outgrew the dimensions which he had
originally contemplated; the design of including it in the
third volume of the Minstrelsy was of course abandoned;
and it did not appear until nearly three years after that
f ortnnate mishap on the beach of Portobello.
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